Two general assessments of black economic progress prevail in the United States today. Prominent economic studies emphasize a converging trend in the earnings of blacks and of whites. Among these studies, Richard Freeman's description of a "virtual collapse in traditional discriminatory patterns in the labor market" makes the point most sharply. James Smith and Finis Welch, although more cautious, reach a similar conclusion."
data in the March supplement to the Current Population Survey and is published for all workers and for full-year, full-time workers, subdivided by race and sex. In these data a worker is an individual between the ages of fourteen and sixty-five who was employed as a wage and salary worker at the time of the CPS March interview and had positive wage and salary income for the previous year. Table 1 These census statistics on median incomes fail to include people who have no wage income during the year. Some people will report no wage income for reasons that have little to do with economic welfare: young students, retired individuals, farmers, or the self-employed who receive income from sources other than wages. But besides these reasons, some people have no wage income because they did not work at all during the year. Models of turnover in the labor market predict that the number of such people should be small; and within this number, many people report themselves as disabled. But the rapid increase in self-reported disabilities suggests that many disabled workers may actually be discouraged workers.7 Moreover, there is no reason to believe a priori that such disabilities are more concentrated among black males than among white males, or that the inclusion of these "zero" observations in the wageincome distribution should change the wage-income ratios for blacks and whites.8 The exclusion in the statistics of individuals who were not working at the time of the March interview (even though they had wage income in the previous year) raises similar issues. Table 2 presents black-white (rather than nonwhite-white) ratios of median wage income from a sample modified in the following ways: the sample is restricted to people aged twenty to fifty-five, which excludes very young workers and potential retirees; students are excluded; people with farm income or those with self-employment income-potential sub- . In 1978 about 60 percent of both black and white males who reported zero wage income said they were disabled, while 12 percent of white males and 16 percent of black males reported they were unable to find work. The remainder reported they were caring for family or were out of the labor force for other reasons.
8. Butler and Heckman speculate on the effect of such zeros but their data preclude them from investigating the problem directly. They demonstrate, in effect, a partial correlation between the relative decline of average, annual black labor force participation rates and the relative increase of black median earnings. But they cannot say whether numbers of persons with zero annual earnings has actually increased. See Butler and Heckman, "The Government's Impact." Column 1 in the table shows the ratios for full-year workers. Although these ratios are based on a slightly different age range tlhain the ratios in table 1, they should be unaffected by the inclusion of people with zero wage income. This is, in fact, the case; the ratio in table 2 shows the same convergent trends for full-year workers as those in table 1.
Column 3 contains median wage-income ratios for the entire sample, ratios that may be influenced by including persons with zero wage income. In fact, sharp differences between tables 1 and 2 do emerge. Both tables show an increase from about 0.55 to 0.62 between 1963 and 1967. But, as noted above, the census series in table 1 continues a slow rise to 0.734 in 1975, thereafter falling to 0.715. By contrast, the revised series in table 2 shows much less progress-rising to 0.65 in 1974 and then declining to 0.59 in 1978. Thus when the census calculations are expanded to include persons who report no wage income, the wage-income ratio for blacks and whites shows about one-third of the progress normally reported.
The statistics in table 2 were designed to correspond as closely as possible to the standard census wage-income series while including meaningful observations of persons reporting no wage income. Annual wage income, of course, involves wage rates and hours of employment. Nonetheless, the data in table 2 offer some evidence in support of the split in the black employment distribution. The growing proportion of blacks reporting no wage income is certainly consistent with such a split, suggesting an increasing "lower tail" of the distribution. The greater parity of black and white full-year workers is also consistent because the parity appears to be due in part to a declining portion of black workers who are full-year workers (the last two columns in the table). The data there show that the proportion of full-year workers among both blacks and whites 9. Although the zero observations are in the basic data, they are excluded from official median tabulations. Incorporating these zero observations into a revised median implicitly assumes the zeros arise from involuntary behavior. If one believed that people were out of the labor force voluntarily, each zero would be replaced by the estimated wage income people could earn if they accepted available jobs. Note, however, that a similar problem arises in existing census statistics with regard to part-year workers: their wage income is tabulated as reported, and no attempt is made to estimate what those workers could make if they worked during the entire year.
fluctuates greatly with aggregate demand, but the proportion for blacks after 1967 appears to demonstrate a weak, negative trend.
In summary, the revision of the standard earnings series produces evidence that is at least consistent with a growing split in the distribution of the employment experience of black males. I now turn to a more direct investigation of employment.
A Queue Theory Model of Employment Probabilities
Rather than focus on an individual's employment status at a given time, I examine the individual's ex ante probability of employment. This probability provides a convenient index that is both continuous and without transient variation. My approach to this probability differs from standard Markov chain turnover analysis. Recent work by Akerlof and Main, Clark and Summers, and others shows that typical labor market histories are far more stable than Markov chain models predict. Even when such a model controls for an individual's age, education, and other observable characteristics, it overpredicts the probability that the individual has relatively little unemployment, and underpredicts the probability the individual has either no unemployment or a great deal of unemployment.10 This finding suggests that any model of the labor market, Markovian or otherwise, must deal with heterogeneity deriving from unobserved as well as observed characteristics. More generally, the finding suggests that a model can accurately describe labor market experience without excessive attention to employment turnover. This means the Markov chain's nine transition probabilities can be collapsed into something more compact.
One such compact model is suggested by the work of Lerman, Barnow, and Moss.1" In that work, the authors present calculations that underline the near-term stability of individuals' employment history. A variation of those calculations appears in table 3, in which employment status in March is cross-tabulated by work history in the previous year. The sample includes all males except students but is restricted to those aged twenty to forty years in order to include only males who, in 1978, had spent most of their working life after the beginning of the civil rights movement. The stable patterns in table 3 suggest a stylized model in which individuals can be ordered, or ranked, by an index of their prospects in the labor market. Generally individuals with the best prospects will be employed; those with somewhat poorer prospects will fluctuate between employment and unemployment; those with still lower prospects will fluctuate between unemployment and being out of the labor force; while individuals with the lowest prospects will be out of the labor force altogether. This kind of model would not be a good description of women or teenagers, many of whom have excellent employment prospects but are out of the labor force by choice. The ordering does provide a good description of prime-age males, the focus of this paper. Such a model is reminiscent of the queue theory of employment, the predecessor of Markovian theory.13 12. For example, the unemployment rates for white males aged thirty-five to forty-four were 2.9 and 2.5 percent in 1963 and 1964, respectively; 2.9 and 2. 
where Fn is the cumulative normal distribution. The model just described can be estimated using N-chotomous or "ordered" probit. 15 It is apparent that two of the three parameters, /l ,2 and u,, can be chosen arbitrarily. Here, to simplify a comparison of the status of black and white males in either 1964 or 1978, the estimated equatio.ns are normalized so that _black = _,white= 0. This means a black or white male with a predicted employability of E = 0 has a probability of one-half of being employed. And, because is normalized and is the same for blacks and whites (1.0), a black or a white male with equal values of Ei, 15. N-chotomous probit is designed to analyze ordered (rather than disjoint) qualitative outcomes. A typical example arises in data from a political poll from which there is a set of background characteristics for each respondent, X, and the respondent's rating of, say, the president's performance on a scale ranging from A (outstanding) to F (poor). The estimator assumes the existence of an unobserved, continuous variable, y = ,B' Xi + i, where c, is assumed to be normally distributed with mean zero and constant variance, a2, across individuals. The estimator also assumes the existence of, in this case, five thresholds, Al = ,5, such that if y, is less than the first threshold, the respondent will give the president the lowest rating; if y, lies between the first and second threshold, the respondent will give the president the next lowest rating, and so on. Richard McKelvey and William Zavoina show that it is straightforward to form and maximize the likelihood function of the coefficients, ,B, the thresholds, Ai, and the variance a2. Because the problem is a probit and because it is based on ordinal data, maximizing the likelihood function does not yield a unique set of parameters. Normalizing assumptions are required and the two usually adopted are t,u = 0 and a2 = 1. In this paper it is more convenient to set A2 16. Note, however, that when u1black and ,t27'llte are defined to be zero, the estimated parameter, ,1llick iS less than ytchite in both 1964 and 1978. As mentioned above, t,u is the dividing line between being unemployed and being out of the labor force. Thus black males with the same probability of being employed as white males have a higher probability of being unemployed and a lower possibility of being out of the labor force. 
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As noted above, weeks worked in the previous year and weeks spent looking for work in the previous year are included as surrogates for X, the impact of unobserved characteristics.
The most obvious difference in coefficients between 1964 and 1978 is the change in the sign on the variable for weeks spent looking for work in the previous year, a variable that is significantly negative in 1964 and significantly positive in 1978 for both black and white males. This changing sign reflects a change in the labor markets over the intervening period. In 1964 relatively few persons were out of the labor force on a permanent basis. When the model ranked people by their employment prospects, the ranking suggested most people should be either employed or unemployed (but not out of the labor force). In this context, weeks spent looking for work in the previous year was a negative factor, indicating that individuals would be in the lower of the two, de facto, categories of labor market status. In 1978 being out of the labor force was a permanent status for a growing number of individuals, and so the model was predicting for three long-run statuses rather than two. In this context, weeks spent looking for work in the previous year was a sign of some labor force attachment and thus acted as a positive factor indicating the individual should not be ranked in the lowest labor market status.
A related but more general change is the extent to which "sorting" has increased among whites and even more among blacks over time. Sorting refers to the impact of an individual's characteristics (including work history) upon employment prospects. As mentioned above, under the normalization used here, a given value of the index, E,, translates into the same probability of employment for both black and white males in 1964 and 1978. Correspondingly, the extent of sorting in a particular equation can be gauged by the degree to which an individual's value of E is sensitive to changes in that individual's characteristics. An examination of the estimated equation for black males in 1964 in table 4 shows that the value of E is relatively insensitive to most important characteristics: its coefficient for years of education is about one-third of the corresponding coefficient for whites; its coefficient for weeks worked in the previous year is about two-thirds of the corresponding coefficient for whites. By 1978 these black-white coefficient differences had narrowed greatly, and the coefficients, particularly for past weeks worked, had grown substantially larger. These changes suggest that all categories of labor market status-not just being out of the labor force-are becom- Table 5 contains the indexes for the two years, and for each index value the ex ante probability of employment (equal for blacks and whites) and the ex ante probability of unemployment (not The last two columns of table 7 describe recent work history; it is here that large differences occur. Black and white males in the lowest segment of the distribution averaged less than four weeks worked in the previous year, compared to fifty-one weeks of work for men in the highest segment. This variable and the corresponding variable for weeks of unemployment are subject to two interpretations. One is that the variables correct for individual characteristics not captured by standard variables. According to this interpretation, a small number of weeks worked can reflect physical disabilities, other health problems like alcoholism, problems with literacy, and so on. Alternatively, the variables may show that people who develop a work history have an increasingly easy time finding work because work exposes an individual to future job contacts, because past work history makes an applicant attractive to a future employer, and so on. This interpretation takes the view that it is not innate individual differences but the experience of work itself that affects future employment The nature of the CPS data do not permit a test between these two hypotheses. Whatever the relative importance of each, the emergence of a significant proportion of black males with both exceptionally poor employment experience and prospects of employment is a major problem. It is now quite common to criticize both the CPS and the decennial census for undercounting people with marginal attachment to work, to place of residence, and to other institutions of society. Whether or not these criticisms are correct, they should not obscure the growing number of such marginally attached males who already appear in official numbers.
. The m--odel was estimated using the N-chotom-lous probit techn-ique. Th-e dependent vaiable is a three-state qulalitative va-iable assum--ing the following valuLes: highest, if the individuLal is eimhployed in
One would hope that an analysis of the data would show clear differences between this group of males and other males whose prospects for employment are more promising. In fact, the differences that do exist (other than differences in recent work history) are fairly modest. These differences may obscure large differences in unobserved characteristics such as literacy and disability; alternatively, they may reflect a situation of relatively limited jobs in which discrimination and chance play a disproportionate role.
Discussion
LEVY'S analysis of employment prospects was endorsed by Robert Hall as an important amendment to studies analyzing the economic performance of blacks. Hall noted that as blacks left jobs in agriculture and moved into urban areas, those that found work enjoyed increased earnings. But at the same time, black unemployment rates increased considerably. In 1950 about 50 percent of both black and white teenagers were employed. Today the employment rate of black teenagers is only about 25 percent. Thus, looking only at what has happened to earnings exaggerates the amount of progress made. Robert Gordon noted that, whereas in 1964 Levy's estimate of the effect of education on employment was much higher for whites than for blacks, in 1978 it was about the same for the two groups, primarily because the coefficients for whites had fallen. He reasoned that this decline could reflect the growing surplus of collegeeducated young whites.
Alan Blinder questioned the use of transfer receipts as an independent variable in the employability equations. Because employment is a major determinant of transfer receipts, the direction of causality might be the reverse of that implied by Levy's specification. Gordon attributed the increasingly poor employment prospects for young blacks to a vicious circle of crime and entrepreneurial flight. Crime led to the departure of white entrepreneurs to the suburbs, made it impossible for alternative black entrepreneurs to obtain financing or insurance, and thus severely reduced employment opportunities in the cities. William Brainard found this description plausible, but noted that it was not supported by the changes between 1964 and 1978 in either the age or central city coefficients explaining employability. He also observed that, with so much of the variance in employability explained by the previous year's employment experience, which is effectively a lagged dependent variable, the importance of the other explanatory variables is hard to interpret.
